
When Ivy Delgado was twelve, 
the kids on the bus called her 

“Graveyard Girl.” Dalton Fox 
started the nickname. Dalton with his smug 
face and a thousand freckles like he’d been 

sprayed with red clay mud from a stuck tire; 
Dalton with his hair so red and burnished 
that it looked like a penny in the sun; his 
chubby cheeks and blue eyes like a Norman 
Rockwell painting come to life. Teachers 

were charmed by his dimples and infectious 
grin, never knowing it was usually at the 
expense of one of his classmates. Ivy hated 
him even twenty-five years later, her anger 
still boiling as red hot as his hair.

As a kid, Ivy and her parents lived in a 
small brick ranch house in a tight subdivision. 
Once sprawling pasture, some money-wise 
kid had divvied up the family inheritance and 
made a fortune on quarter-acre tracts for a 
planned neighborhood. His daddy might have 
rolled over in his grave to see his farmland 
destroyed, but the kid bought a boat and a 
condo, and that was called progress.

The only reminder of the past was a small 
family cemetery forgotten at the edge of the 
land. It was impossible and illegal to build 
over graveyards; the farmer’s son didn’t see 
a way to make it profitable and so ignored 
it instead. Ivy’s school bus stopped at the 
opening to the neighborhood, and she had 
to walk past the neglected plot beside the 
subdivision entrance. An old wrought-iron 
fence suggested privacy for the dead, though 
anyone could walk through the gaps or, if 
they felt inclined, step right over it. There 
were only eight graves—Ivy had counted—
and they were in dark disrepair. Toppled 
sideways and overgrown, the weathered 
gravestones were broken teeth covered in 
moss and black with age. She’d ridden this 
bus since she was in kindergarten, and no 
one had ever commented on the half-hidden 
graveyard. Only Ivy noticed it, and she liked 
it. She found an odd wholesomeness about 
it, a ghostly link between the past and the 
present. It was a signpost guiding her home.

But in sixth grade, Dalton Fox developed a 
crush on Ivy, infatuated by her shining black hair, 
so different from his own, and her last name. 
She didn’t look like the other girls in their class. 

Ivy may have been born in Tennessee, but her 
parents hadn’t, and it was tacitly understood 
by her classmates that she wasn’t really “one 
of them.” It never bothered Ivy; in fact, it made 
her feel unique. But she wasn’t interested in 
Dalton’s clownish red hair or his meanness, and 
she casually rejected him. Like most crushed 
twelve-year-old boys, he grew bitter.

One day in early spring, the bus pulled 
up to her stop as usual, and Ivy threaded her 
way down the aisle, avoiding backpacks and 
sprawled legs. Dalton watched her go with 
narrowed eyes, his passion still ignited, now 
funneled into rage. As she stepped off the bus, 
he slid down the window and jeered, “See ya, 
Graveyard Girl.” He made it sound like a cuss 
word. Ivy was confused, so forgotten was the 
novelty of the cemetery, but she tossed her 
head in haughty rejection and walked away 
from his abrasive, echoing voice. Though she 
ignored the taunting voice, the nickname stuck.

as an adult, she sat on the front porch 
of her new house, which was actually a very 
old house, and looked over the empty field 
across the road. Only a month ago, she and 
her husband, Jack, had moved into the ancient 
farmhouse along with their two little boys and 
an indignant cat who still held a grudge about 
the move, squatting under the bed and howling 
her unhappiness to anyone who walked by.

Ivy and Jack had scoured the market for a 
house that would suit their individual needs. 
They searched for several months, a boy on 
each parent’s hip, trying to find the house that 
satisfied Jack’s qualifications—based on price, 
distance from work, and a clean inspection—
and Ivy’s—based on an unidentifiable feeling 
of “rightness.” Finally, on a whim, their 
fatigued but ever-hopeful realtor had taken 
them here, to an old farmhouse sitting on two 
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acres of land. The porch ceiling was too low, 
the boys would have to share one bedroom, the 
backyard was a staggered, rocky plain. But Ivy 
stood on the porch, breathed in the cool breeze, 
and announced with absolute confidence, 

“This is the one.” Jack was surprised. “Are you 
sure?” he asked uncertainly. Across the street 
were twenty acres of farmland, covered at the 
moment in soybeans, shining gold in the fall 
sunshine. Ivy took in the view, a breathtaking 
mixture of flat pasture and blue mountains in 
the background. And then she spotted it, half-
hidden among the plants. Toward the middle 
of the field, meticulously mowed and set apart 
from the bumpy growth of soybeans, was an 
old cemetery. She smiled at Jack. “I’m sure.”

Graveyard Girl had come home.

Sitting on her front porch, overlooking 
an early fall sunrise, she huffed out a breath 
of years-old irritation, remembering the hot 
shame of the nickname, yet appreciating 
the irony that the graveyard had been the 
deciding factor for her new home.

Ivy mentally prepared herself for the 
day as she sat outside, wrapped in a plaid 
throw from the living room. The boys were 
still asleep, and she could probably count 
on another thirty minutes before they woke, 
ready for breakfast and cartoons. Jack had 
already left for work, and she took advantage 
of the small quiet time carved out for herself. 
Crows cawed angrily in the field, and the 
morning chill trailed cold fingers over her 
cheeks. Only last week, the soybeans had 
been harvested, and the land was brown 
and bare. Now she had a clear view of the 
cemetery, could even count the headstones 
from where she sat, though she was too far 
away to read them. The cemetery’s green 
grass was an abandoned quilt square in the 

field of brown dirt. Ivy liked the juxtaposition 
of its existence in the middle of naked acreage.

As she ruminated, a figure appeared on 
the horizon from the other side of the valley, 
lumbering purposefully through the empty 
field toward the cemetery. He wasn’t near 
enough for her to get too many details, but he 
wore dark overalls, a red plaid shirt, a white 
farmer’s cap low on his forehead, and he was 
heavyset. The cemetery had no fence—the 
green grass was boundary enough—and he 
walked through the graves to a small white 
shed in the corner of the lot. She watched him 
reach above the door sill, presumably to find 
the key, and then he unlocked the shed’s door 
and disappeared inside.

Ivy didn’t mean to spy on her new 
neighbor, but she’d always had a fascination 
with watching other people. She would have 
sat on her porch until he came out, just to see 
what he did next, but she heard a plaintive 
voice through the front door. “Mommy?”

She smiled as her elder son, Josiah, 
opened the door, his eyes still puffy from 
sleep, one blue-striped pajama leg stuck 
above his knee. “Hey, baby.” She welcomed 
him into her lap and wrapped the plaid 
blanket around his warm body. “Are you 
ready to get up?” He grunted and snuggled 
against her neck. “Is Eli up yet?”

“Uh huh. He’s in the potty.”
Holding him close, Ivy stood and glanced 

back at the cemetery, but the man hadn’t 
emerged from the shed. “Well, let’s get you guys 
some breakfast.” Later, as she settled the boys 
in their booster seats in the kitchen, she heard 
a familiar buzz through the front window. The 
man sat on a riding lawn mower, his white 
cap bouncing as he expertly maneuvered the 
mower among headstones, like flossing. She 
heard the mower stop fifteen minutes later 

and then the rumble of a weed-eater. By the 
time she had the boys fed and dressed and 
ready to play outside, the man was gone.

It was two more weeks before she 
actually met him. She knew now that he came 
weekly, early in the morning, that he mowed 
the graveyard, trimmed the grass around 
each headstone, got on his hands and knees 
to weed certain stones by hand. She’d waved 
at him once, and he’d thrown up his hand in 
friendly response, but they’d never spoken. 
Ivy decided this morning she’d walk across 
the road and introduce herself, but she lost 
track of time scrolling on her phone.

“Good mornin’.” The gruff words startled 
her, and she dropped her phone on the porch’s 
concrete floor. She grappled for it at the same 
time as she looked up to see the speaker. He 
grinned from a respectful distance on the 
sidewalk, his white cap in his hands, pressed 
against his denim overalls. “Sorry about that. 
I didn’t mean to give you a fright.”

She fumbled for the phone, embarrassed 
to be caught by surprise, and then stood with 
a smile of her own, wrapping her blanket 
tight around her. “No, don’t worry about it. 
I wasn’t paying attention.” She held up the 
phone for explanation and dropped it on the 
wicker table beside her rocking chair.

“I saw you sitting here and thought it 
was past time to introduce myself to my 
new neighbor. I’m Hensel Krausse.” She had 
stepped forward as he spoke, and he held out 
a broad, freckled hand. She shook it, feeling 
the calluses against her own skin. She was 
amused that a man who lived a good half mile 
away would consider her a neighbor.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Krausse. I’m Ivy 
Malone.” He took in her dark hair and brown 
eyes, and his own eyes, a transparent blue, 
crinkled at the edges.

“Scotch-Irish?”
She laughed self-consciously; she knew 

how many locals prided their ancestors’ 
connections to the land. “On my husband’s 
side. My people are from Mexico.” The familiar 
sense of being an outsider struck her as she 
spoke, but Hensel brushed it off. “My people 
are from Germany, a couple hundred years ago. 
They planned to make their way up north, but 
landed here. Somethin’ about this place that 
stops people in their tracks, I guess.”

She smiled. “Can you blame them?” 
She took in the view, and he nodded 
companionably. “No, ma’am.” They both stood 
silent for a moment, enjoying the morning.

Ivy said, “I’ve seen you mowing the 
cemetery. Is it a family plot?”

“Yup. I’ve got people in that ground buried 
way back to 1859. I like to keep it tidy for ’em.”

“That’s nice of you.”
He shrugged. “I live down the road a piece 

and it’s no trouble. I like the outdoors and I like 
havin’ somethin’ to do. They don’t tell you retirin’ 
is so . . . empty.” She thought about her day and 
wondered when she’d ever be sad about having 
empty time. Right now, her morning coffee was a 
carefully guarded fortress of privacy. “Anyways,” 
he broke the solemnity, “I seen those two little 

’uns of yours, and I wanted to tell you they’re 
welcome to play in the cemetery anytime they 
want. I’d offer the field, but it ain’t mine no 
more—sold it years ago to Blackie Church, who 
could get some use out of it.”

The offer to play in a graveyard was both 
sweet and disturbing, and she didn’t know 
how to respond. Hensel answered for her. 

“Kids need space to roam. There’s benches in 
there, and lots of room. I used to play in it 
when I was a boy; so did my boy. You don’t 
have to, mind you, but I wanted you to know 
they’re welcome.”
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“You don’t think it’s . . . disrespectful?”
He chuckled and slapped his hat against 

his thigh. “No, ma’am. It’s just dirt, and it ain’t 
like they’d mind.”

She smiled. “And you don’t mind either?”
“Nah. It’s nice to hear laughter in such 

a sad place.” He nodded at the thought and 
added, “Well, it’s been nice meetin’ you. Enjoy 
your mornin’.”

“You too, Mr. Krausse.”
Ivy couldn’t bring herself to take him up 

on his offer. The thought of her boys playing 
hide-and-seek among the whitewashed stones 
tightened her gut, and she never mentioned it 
to them. But she did walk down to the cemetery 
herself one day while the boys were napping, 
carrying the baby monitor with her, though she 
didn’t think it would reach. She followed the 
gravel path that led from the paved road to the 
grassy square, and she found that Mr. Krausse 
had spoken true. There were several short 
stone benches along the edges of the space, 
well-tended by his own hands. She wound 
through the rows of headstones, bright and 
clean, scrupulously maintained. She squatted 
before one grave. Charles Krausse, 1775–1859. 
Next to it, Gertrude Krausse, 1779–1873. The 
timeline dated from the American Revolution 
to the Civil War; the Krausses lived long lives. 
She looked up the hills a way to see her own 
house, white with black shutters, old and small 
yet dignified in age. The Krausses had looked 
at these same mountains, plowed these same 
fields, perhaps even lived in her house. They 
weren’t her people, she thought as she walked 
back home, but she liked the idea of protecting 
their legacy, much like Mr. Krausse did with 
the cemetery.

It was only a few nights later that the 
lights started appearing in the empty field. 

She and Jack put the boys to bed, planning to 
microwave some popcorn and start a movie. 
As Ivy headed to the kitchen, Jack said, “I 
forgot to get the mail when I got home.” He 
slipped on his shoes by the door and stepped 
outside.

Ivy waited on the popcorn and dumped it 
in a bowl, surprised when Jack didn’t return. 
Maybe he was picking out a movie in the 
living room. But he wasn’t there, either, and 
the front door stood wide open. She sat the 
bowl on the sofa and ducked onto the porch.

Jack stood frozen at the white rail, his 
face toward the road and unnaturally still in 
the porch light. “What’re you doing out here?” 
she asked, tense at his watchfulness.

“Look at that,” he whispered, gesturing with 
his chin. She followed the direction and saw he 
was watching the cemetery off in the distance. 
She stiffened as she saw what had drawn his 
eye. A miniature moon of yellow light wove in 
and out through the field, swinging lazily to 
an unheard melody. She grabbed his hand and 
he pulled her close to him as they observed 
the strange ball of light dance in the field. It 
moved slowly and rhythmically, sometimes 
disappearing for a moment as it ducked behind 
the stones, before reappearing, still in an even 
pace. They watched in silent anxiety, unsure 
what they saw or how to respond.

It had rained earlier in the day, and the 
ground was still waterlogged, but the night 
was clear and chilled. Ivy could count the 
stars, if she could tear her eyes away from 
the unnerving sight in the field. Unexpectedly, 
the round globe of luminance raised high and 
then dipped to the ground. To Ivy, it looked 
as if the white light had bowed to a grave, or 
settled in front of it. It sat, still and watchful, 
for a full minute, and then, in the lighthouse 
beam of the glow on the white stone, she saw 

a shadow take shape, and move, and bend 
over the grave.

She yelped, and Jack jumped before he 
pulled her into the bright normality of the 
house, the Netflix logo shining a warm red bea-
con, and Jack locked and deadbolted the door. 
They looked at each other, unwilling to put into 
words what they’d just seen. “That was weird, 
huh?” Jack finally acknowledged with an awk-
ward laugh. He scooped up the popcorn bowl, 
and they watched a movie together, refusing to 
acknowledge the strange event, though neither 
thought of anything else the rest of the night.

Ivy stood on the porch the next morning, 
squinting into the sun, looking for anything 
out of the ordinary in the field, but it looked 
exactly as always. Mr. Krausse didn’t mow 
that day, and the cemetery felt as homely 
and simple as before. But Jack worked late 
that night, and after the boys went to bed, 
Ivy dared to look out the window, fearing 
what she’d see. Just like the night before, the 
light swung through the graves, an ominous 
glowing balloon, and she watched it for almost 
half an hour before she closed the blinds. She 
wanted to know what it was at the same time 
she dreaded seeing it take shape. She saw it 
two more times over the next two weeks, and 
she didn’t tell Jack. It was a dark secret she 
carried in herself, the preternatural midnight 
caller, but after the first night, she wasn’t even 
scared of its appearance anymore. As the light 
moved so familiarly through the cemetery, it 
became prosaic and common. Its arrival was 
never planned, and she began to look for it 
almost with anticipation. Before winter hit, 
though, the light disappeared. She checked 
each night, but it didn’t reappear. She thought 
about asking Mr. Krausse about it, though she 
felt foolish, but as the weather turned colder, 
his weekly visits stopped as well. She ran into 

him once at the grocery store; as they chatted 
about the snow in the forecast, she couldn’t 
bring herself to mention the weird light 
sporadically visiting his family’s plot.

Christmas in the new house was 
exciting and happy. The boys were overjoyed to 
own a chimney for Santa. February was frigid 
and snowy—no more morning coffee on the 
porch for Ivy. March warmed up considerably, 
and in the first week of April, Ivy heard the 
familiar growl of the mower. On the porch, she 
waved a welcome to Mr. Krausse, and he waved 
back. He spent a long time in the cemetery, 
making up for the months of inattention. She 
beckoned him over when he’d finished, and as 
he walked toward the house, she poured him a 
cup of coffee from the kitchen and met him on 
the front step of the porch.

“Welcome back,” she greeted him with a 
smile. “Have a cup of coffee to warm you up.”

“’Preciate it,” he agreed, taking the proffered 
cup. She asked him to sit in the red rocker, but 
he shook his head. Instead, he leaned against 
the railing, his shoulders turned to admire the 
view. They talked for a few moments about the 
new season, and the need to start landscaping 
again, and he was just handing her back her 
cup with a word of thanks when she blurted 
out, “I’ve seen some strange lights coming out 
of the cemetery at night.”

His shaggy gray eyebrows lifted in 
question, and she quickly tried to clarify. 

“Near the end of fall, my husband and I saw 
a round light just sort of . . . floating through 
the field, in the graveyard. I’ve seen it few 
times since then. I didn’t know what it was 
and . . . wondered if you might.”

His forehead wrinkled in thought, and 
then he laughed, startling her. “Nightcrawlers.”

“What?”
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He rubbed his chin, as if to hide the grin 
on his mouth. “It’s nightcrawlers.” At her 
confused stare, he laughed again. “Oh, the 
worms aren’t lightin’ up or nothin’. It was me 
you saw, huntin’ nightcrawlers. I got me an 
old Coleman lantern to see ’em with.”

She felt like an idiot. She’d never hunted 
them herself, but plenty of people went out 
in the dark, especially after a good rain 
soaked the ground, to find the large worms 
to use as bait.

“They climb out on those footers at the 
end of the graves after it’s done rained. Easy 
pickin’s for me and great for fishin’. I can just 
picture what it must’ve looked like to you and 
your family up here on the ridge.”

“Oh, it wasn’t nothing,” she tried to 
backtrack, but he wasn’t deceived. The grin 
still played about his mouth, and his eyes 
glowed with merriment, but he answered 
seriously enough.

“You probably thought you was seein’ 
ghosts out in the field.” She refused to reply, 
but she managed an embarrassed chuckle. 

“You don’t need to worry about none of that,” 
he promised her. “Ain’t no ghosts in that old 
ground. No restless spirits.”

“Of course not.” Embarrassed at her own 
absurdity, she wished he’d leave. Sensing her 
discomfort, he suggested, “I don’t have to 
look for ’em out there if it scares you. Plenty 
of worms in my own backyard.”

“No, please! It doesn’t bother us at all, 
especially . . . now that we know.” He chuckled 
and tipped his hat to her, tossing out a 
goodbye before heading down the hill toward 
his house. Later, when she explained to Jack 
what they’d seen, he had a good laugh and 
filed the idea away for later. “Taking the boys 
fishing sounds like fun.”

As spring progressed, Ivy saw less of Mr. 

Krausse. She enrolled the boys in a day camp in 
June, and she left early in the morning to drop 
them off. She supposed she and her neighbor 
just missed each other’s schedules. But by June, 
she noticed the cemetery was more ragged 
than usual, the weeds brushing the sides of 
the headstones and the edges of the plot not as 
defined against the new crop. Corn this year, 
bright green stalks no taller than her knee, but 
blanketing the acreage in pretty green rows. 
Each day it was harder to see the cemetery as 
the corn began to shoot up.

In July, she and Jack took the boys to Myrtle 
Beach for a sweaty, hectic vacation of tired 
little boys, loud white surf, and sandy feet. The 
family had a wonderful time, but Ivy wondered 
if she didn’t come back more tired than when 
they’d left. As they pulled in to the driveway, 
she felt the warm pleasure of coming home, and 
she got out of the car with her head to the fields, 
taking in the mountains she’d missed in flat 
South Carolina. The corn had leaped up, nearly 
camouflaging the view; by the end of summer 
she would only be able to see the tips of the 
mountains, hemmed in by green stalks and silks. 
The cemetery, too, was nearly hidden, but she 
saw a glimpse of something new, a bright blue 
that chilled her. “Oh, no,” she moaned in dread, 
and Jack caught sight. He sighed and squeezed 
her shoulder. “Want me to walk down with you?” 
She shook her head and he nodded. “I’ll get the 
boys inside and start unpacking the car. Take 
your time.” She crossed the road and walked 
warily down the gravel lane, recognizing the 
blue canvas of a funeral tent.

Someone had mowed the cemetery but 
foregone the weed-eating. It looked neat but not 
pristine; Mr. Krausse would have disapproved 
of a job half-done. She shuffled to the newest 
addition, housed under the blue tarp, and she 
read the new gray headstone solemnly: Hensel 

Krausse, beloved husband and father, August 
7, 1937–July 14, 2019. She’d had no idea he 
was eighty-one. She didn’t cry, but she took 
a moment to send a prayer his way before 
heading back to her own little family where 
the boys screamed and yelled as they unpacked, 
and Jack treated her gently for an hour before 
he forgot why gentleness might be needed.

Ivy waited for two weeks, watching the 
cemetery, waiting for someone to take over 
Mr. Krausse’s chore. But no one came after the 
funeral director showed up to take back his 
tent and remove the flowers. She mourned, 
perhaps unreasonably, and she grew irritated 
when no one arrived to care for his grave as 
he’d cared for everyone else’s.

A month into summer, she took matters 
into her own hands. Resolutely, she crossed 
the road and strode through the field, now 
high with walls of corn she couldn’t see over. 
She had an hour while the boys were down 
for their naps. She slid her fingertips over 
the door sill and found the key, unsurprised 
at the neatness of the shed’s interior. She 
found the mower’s key hanging on a hook 
by the door, and the weed-eater hung on the 
wall. A can of gasoline sat in the corner, and 
a bottle of oil sat on the workbench beside 
several old but well-maintained tools. Some 
people might consider what Ivy was doing as 
trespassing, but it never crossed her mind. 
She mowed the field determinedly, though 
she felt a shiver as she drove the mower 
over the graves. But she reminded herself of 
what Mr. Krausse said—they wouldn’t mind. 
Putting the mower away, she breathed out a 
sigh of satisfaction and returned to her own 
house. She didn’t tell Jack what she’d done.

All through August, she mowed the 
cemetery once a week, taking pleasure in 
the chore much as she’d enjoyed her morning 

coffee. But one night, Jack looked out the 
window from the couch and imitated the 
sing-song little girl’s voice from the old horror 
movie: “They’re ba-a-a-ck.”

Ivy didn’t understand. “What?”
Jack opened the blinds into the dark. “The 

light in the field. It’s back.”
And indeed, though the corn blocked most 

of their view, the glowing ball of yellow was 
once again strolling through the graveyard, 
idly rambling in and out of the headstones. 
It bounced in between stalks, a ghostly 
midnight disco. “But that’s impossible,” she 
told her husband fearfully. “Mr. Krausse said 
it was him, digging for nightcrawlers.”

Jack turned back to the television. 
“Somebody else must be doing it too. Or 
maybe it’s his ghost.” He chuckled, knowing 
Ivy had never believed in such nonsense, but 
she couldn’t stop staring out the window. 
The light fluttered for several more minutes, 
and she remembered Mr. Krausse telling her 
there weren’t any restless spirits in the field. 
But now . . .  “Don’t worry about it, Ivy. Watch 
the movie with me.” She sat restlessly beside 
him, her mind far in the field, afraid of a 
wandering soul trapped in old earthly habits.

That week, she forced herself to mow 
the field; it seemed strange and ominous. 
There was no pleasure in it now, and she 
finished quickly. Luckily, the corn shielded 
her from seeing the cemetery in the day, 
and she deliberately kept the blinds closed 
at night. She knew, though, that the light 
appeared more than once; it was becoming 
a disturbing ritual.

One day after mowing the cemetery, she 
drove the mower into the shed and came out 
mopping her brow with the sleeve of her shirt; 
September was just as hot as August but with 
extra humidity. She locked the doors and 
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when she turned, a man stood twenty yards 
from her, in front of Mr. Krausse’s grave. Ivy 
grabbed her chest; the man could have been 
Mr. Krausse, though younger.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I knew I was going to scare 
you. I tried yelling while you were mowing, 
but you didn’t hear me.” He stepped toward 
her with a friendly hand outstretched, but 
she didn’t take it. He had scared her, and his 
appearance scared her still.

“I’m Mark Krausse, Hensel’s son.”
Of course. She forced a friendlier 

expression, but the remnants of fear were 
hard to shake. “I should’ve guessed,” she 
admitted. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

He nodded at the words he’d surely heard 
often. “Thank you. Did you know him?”

“Not well, but he was kind man.” She added, 
“A good neighbor.”

Mark wiped his mouth thoughtfully. 
“Dad would’ve appreciated that.” He looked 
down at the grave and then around at the 
pasture land. “I moved across the state ages 
ago. Until Dad’s passin’, I hadn’t been to the 
cemetery for twenty years.” He nodded. “Still 
looks the same.”

She stood still, unsure what to add. She’d 
never been good with condolences.

“I haven’t been able to come up here in the 
daylight, though,” he mused, not bothered 
by her silence. “I normally work twelve-hour 
shifts, and this is the first I’ve been here that 
wasn’t the dead of night.”

The mystery solved, and such a 
commonplace answer to her ghostly 
assumptions—a man visiting his father’s 
grave. The last of her tension left.

“I’m glad to see someone taking care of 
the place,” he continued. “I couldn’t see in 
the dark too good, but you’ve done a good job 
with the upkeep. Did Dad hire you?”

Ivy shook her head. “Nobody hired me. 
Your dad used to mow and weed. After he was 
gone, I couldn’t stand to let it get run down.” 
She remembered the neglected cemetery of 
her youth, and the nickname Graveyard Girl 
never rang so true.

Mark Krausse was puzzled. “You mean 
you just mow because nobody else was?” At 
her embarrassed nod, he straightened his 
shoulders. “I had no idea Dad took care of it. 
He never mentioned it.”

“I understand.”
He became resolute. “But I’m moving back 

here. Dad left me the house, and I guess this 
too.” He took in the small quarter-acre space. 

“I appreciate your hard work, and I’m pretty 
ashamed I never knew he took care of it. But 
don’t worry. I can do it from now on.”

Ivy was surprised, not just at his quick 
acquisition but also her own reluctance to 
give up the chore. “I don’t mind really,” she 
tried to assure him. “I’ve got the time.” He 
shook his head, firm. “No, these are my people. 
My dad and mom are both buried in this here 
ground. It’s my responsibility.”

Ivy suddenly remembered her own 
people up in her house, asleep in their little 
beds, waiting for her to return, to take care 
of them. She released her tight hold on the 
shed’s keys, and with it, the desire to be 
part of this family’s heritage. She had a 
heritage of her own, waiting for her in the 
old farmhouse. She handed the keys to Mark. 

“It’s nice out here,” she told him. “You’ll like 
the quiet.”

He concurred. “I always thought it real 
peaceful out here. Even if it is a graveyard.”

“No restless spirits here,” she promised 
him. “Only nightcrawlers.” She shook his 
hand, and then she headed back toward the 
hill where her children waited. 

Beneath the Holly Oak

The knotted trunk of the big holly oak
in my front yard reaches straight up for ten feet
before it splits into five stalwart branches,
five elegant fingers pointed skyward.

Varied and constant is the birdsong.
The squirrels nest high enough to sway
in autumn winds that sweep up from the bay.
Grubs and insects, yes, by the zillions.

Acorns thump my car like a jazz drummer
who can’t decide between brushes or sticks.
Nature’s city in the sky—this marvel,
this descendant of the Tree of Life.

Come, sit with me on my front porch.
From the green bench beneath the eaves,
watch with me all the comings and goings,
listen to the chatter and the twitter,

the creak and groan of the great branches,
this universe that spans the yard,
guarding our little house from sun and rain.
When the crows begin to caw and rattle

and the squirrels chip-chip their way
on branches too slim it seems to hold them,
we will cross our legs, you and I, meekly
sip our tea, and gaze up in wonder.

—David Denny
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